Involvement of partial EMT in cancer progression.
The epithelial-mesenchymal transition (EMT) provides an outstanding example of cellular plasticity during embryonic development and cancer progression. During EMT in embryonic development, epithelial cells lose all vestiges of their epithelial origin and acquire a fully mesenchymal phenotype, known as complete EMT, which is typically characterized by a so-called cadherin switch. Conversely, during EMT in cancer progression, cancer cells that originate from epithelial cells exhibit both mesenchymal and epithelial characteristics, that is the hybrid E/M phenotype in a process known as partial EMT. Partial EMT in cancer cells is thought to enhance their invasive properties, generate circulating tumour cells and cancer stem cells, and promote resistance to anti-cancer drugs. These phenotypic changes are regulated by extracellular matrix components, exosomes and soluble factors, which regulate several transcription factors known as EMT transcription factors. In this review, I summarize our current understanding of the EMT program during cancer progression.